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Abstract

This project explores the best practices for providing effective, motivational instruction for
practitioners of alternative spirituality in the topic of spiritual activism. Alternative spirituality is
defined as Neo-paganism, Neo-shamanism, Earth-Based Spirituality, New Ageism, Energy
Workers, and their many subgroups which are too many to be listed here. Research is focused
on what factors motivate activists, create longevity in activism, and what supports activist
longevity. Comparisons as to longevity strategies between traditional and spiritual activists are
also made. Through a survey taken by Littlelight Ceremonies’ membership and other research,
it is discovered that the alternative spirituality demographic is highly individualistic, highly
concerned about the state of world affairs, yet mostly self-defined as apolitical. This reflects a
deep cognitive dissonance, leading to the conclusion that Transformative Learning Theory,
informed by Constructivist Theory, is most applicable for this demographic. Instructional Design
has been developed and is provided here.
Keywords: Transformative Learning, earth-based, pagan, wiccan, new age
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Background

Littlelight Ceremonies is a small organization that has provided resources to alternative,
non-traditional spiritual people through public ceremony, workshops, classes, tutoring, and
individual healing since the mid-1990’s. Alternative spirituality is defined as Neo-paganism,
Neo-shamanism, Earth-Based Spirituality, New Ageism, Energy Workers, and their many
subgroups which are too many to be listed here. Though this demographic is commonly
concerned with global issues, there is very little expression of this through community activism.
The majority of practitioners are self-taught and adverse to organized community at all. At the
same time, they long for social connection. This results in sporadic group work and frequent
skipping from one teacher or modality to another, with a high level of dropout when they do
engage in an established spiritual community.
This project is aimed at creating an instructional design to help these learners to
overcome their internal dissonance to meet their internal desires for connection and to create
outer activity to alleviate their feelings about the state of global affairs. Research is directed at
discovering what factors support activist longevity and how alternative spiritual people will feel
the most empowered and satisfied in a shared learning scenario.
Organizational Goals
Littlelight Ceremonies’ organizational goal is to bridge activism to spiritualism in its
spiritual coursework and through this work, to inspire longevity in spiritual activism.
Stakeholders
The primary stakeholder is the Neo-Pagan/Neo-Shamanic teacher and practitioner,
Tasara Jen Stone, of the community organization, Littlelight Ceremonies, also creator and
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author of this project. Other significant stakeholders of this project are those associated with
the organization, who participate either actively as a student or ceremonialist, or passively as
an audience of the email distribution list.
Instructional Problem
In my field experience, I have found that unlike the many Christian-based or Indigenous
social movements, very few alternative spiritual people come together as spiritual people to
perform activism. This is not because of a difference in values but most likely a lack of an
effective organizational structure to provide social gathering. This creates a split between one’s
spiritual life and one’s relationship with the dysfunctional aspects of the outer world. While I
have received many requests for group work and spiritual work based on improving the world
over the years, when it is offered, there is very little participation. In many online forums I have
heard the sentiment expressed to disengage from the world. This may be an indicator of a lack
of skills to manage the overwhelming, psychological pressures of staying aware of the current
state of the world. I’ve seen at least one renowned leader recommend to their international
audience to turn the news off in order to protect themselves from the trauma and psychic pain
of being exposed to the depressing things going on in the world.
There is also very little long-term commitment to spiritual training in the Littlelight
Ceremonies organization. The cause of this could be sociological. Because the nature of selfguided spiritual exploration does not have any external requirements, the learner is free to
move to new topics at will when they feel they are losing interest. This may be beneficial to the
learner. It can also serve to short-circuit the learning process because the nature of spiritual
growth is that it always leads us to our deepest, personal challenges. A typical resistive reaction
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to difficult personal material is to switch topics. Therefore, leaving one learning environment to
enter a new one may not be beneficial to the learner. The learner is in complete control of what
topics to learn about. This can be beneficial because one is following one’s own passions. On
the other hand, we cannot seek what we do not know. Many areas of knowledge that could be
beneficial to us, we are not aware of, or would not think to delve into unless it was required.
Another issue in self-guided spiritual exploration is the consumer approach to learning.
This approach has been encouraged by many spiritual teachers who are trying desperately to
make a living from what they do. The need for income encourages teachers to use ethically
questionable methods in order to acquire students for their courses such as promising
immediate results, issuing certificates, making the spiritual journey seem easy, focusing on
blissful results or, regrettably, showcasing themselves with sexual allure. Some teachers,
consciously or unconsciously, present themselves as a better source of spiritual knowledge than
the learner’s own connection to the divine in order to keep learners coming back. Littlelight
Ceremonies has strived not to use these questionable practices, leaving the decision up to the
learner as to whether they want to continue.
In all the decades I have been involved in the alternative spiritual communities, I have
never seen community-building as a skill offered in a spiritual course. Instead, the learners must
come back to paid events in order to find spiritual community, causing learners to repeat
classes not for the material, but for the community. If the learner’s approach to learning is a
consumer approach, they will be in a position to receive, but not necessarily be ready to work.
Additionally, when the goal of learning is solely to enhance oneself, it does not address
some of the largest societal issues we experience: isolation and loneliness. I have witnessed
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many people discuss the incredible awareness of spiritual oneness they may have experienced
in short-term, spiritually or entheogen-induced events. However, I have not heard very much
about how these experiences changed their perception of their connection, disconnection or
responsibility towards our greater society in everyday life.
The final issue explored will be the lack of connection between the mainstream societal
experience and spirituality in spiritual training. It is well known that there are psychologically
toxic and destructive elements of the greater society, which impacts our self-esteem, body
image, tendency towards addictions and more. It is common for workshop participants and
instructors to discourage talk about world events because they do not want to interfere with
the ‘retreat’ aspect of their events. Without a spiritual approach to these worldly influences,
which I would call spiritual activism, we compartmentalize our spirituality into a smaller section
of our lives and are likely to continue to suffer from their effects.
If people are conditioned to be wooed into learning commitments, if there are no longstanding organizational structures to carry a population through various stages of spiritual
growth, what will motivate them to stay? What offerings of substance will feed their souls
enough for them to put their stakes down?

Analysis Plan

In order to discover what effective training might be, research has been conducted to
investigate the factors that create activist burnout as a whole. The following questions were
asked: What strategies in activist training support longevity? What trainings have been
developed to support that? How do spiritual strategies and training differ from traditional
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activist strategies and training? Finally, what instructional methods are best suited for the
alternative spiritual demographic? These questions are designed to discover the best
instructional strategies for this demographic in developing learning interventions for spiritual
activism.
A Needs Assessment survey was distributed to the Littlelight Ceremonies’ email
distribution group consisting of 25 former students and ceremonialists, as well as active fans of
Tasara Jen Stone’s practice and writings. Questions were designed to explore issues described
in the Instructional Problem section of this paper but did not assume that all learners have
experienced all of the issues listed.
As an assessor, I cannot pretend to be unbiased. Having been an actor in the field of
non-traditional spirituality for decades, I have strong feelings about the actions of other
teachers and attitudes of certain groups of learners. I also believe that it is far more beneficial
for a learner to pick one modality in order to go deeper in their spiritual development. I am
quite aware that this creates a blind spot for me, especially since the subculture is always
evolving and changing. People who I have witnessed doing certain things may have moved on
to different behaviors by now. Because of this, I attempted to design a survey to garner
information I may not know to look for. I was willing to spend time reading long answers to
open-ended questions in order to glean perspectives I would not think to ask about. Focus
groups for the Needs Assessment would not have been as helpful as one-on-one interviews or
surveys because spiritual growth is a deeply personal experience. It would be too easy for one
participant to hinder or change the views of another.
Positionality
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I am a middle-aged, middle-class, white woman with a working-class background. I grew
up in rural Connecticut as a Catholic, having left the church at age nineteen after a crisis of
moral conflict. Ever since, I have studied and practiced in the realms of Neo-Paganism and NeoShamanism while conducting ceremony and teachings in the wider subculture of alternative
spirituality, which also includes but is not exclusive to New Ageism, Energy Workers, and their
subgroups which are too long to be listed here. In the early 1990’s, I participated in protests in
Seattle against the first Gulf War and was arrested in a direct action, resulting in the creation of
low-income housing units. I worked as a grassroots organizer of homeless women leading a
successful campaign to move a large shelter’s entrance out of a dangerous alleyway and to the
front side of the building. I was arrested two more times for performing direct action around
issues of the homeless. After this, I worked as a union organizer for hospital workers in
Wenatchee, WA. I participated as a videographer through the entire length of Seattle’s famous
World Trade Organization protests in 1999 and have studied group dynamics and consensus
decision-making.
I left activism, incredibly burned out, to follow my heart and further my spiritual
development. I was extensively trained as a Neo-Shamanic practitioner through the Foundation
for Shamanic Studies and have treated healing clients in the areas of soul retrieval, energy
extraction healing, and compassionate depossession. I used my organizing skills to provide free,
nondenominational public ceremony for several decades. I published the book, The Ancient
Bones of Ceremony: Remembering the Heartfelt Ways. I have been exposed to many NonWestern forms of healing and have participated for years in the martial art of Qi Gong.

SPIRITUAL ACTIVISM NON-TRADITIONAL PRACTITIONERS

13

I carry a passionate desire to bring an activist framework to my own spiritual subculture.
This subculture is mostly middle-class white women, so in some sense I can comfortably speak
about and sometimes for them, but there are other demographics that create a divide. My
working-class background and activist history causes me to come from a social justice
perspective that many others may view but may not have experience with participating in. It is
a very different experience in the world coming from a place of comfort, versus coming from a
place of survival. Over the years I have heard people express a great longing for community and
the ability to “make a difference” and I would like to facilitate meeting that need.
Additionally, because of the years that have gone by since I was politically active in a
social movement sense, I am far behind the current methodologies and memes. I look forward
to discovering how things have developed in my research.

Analysis Report

Scholastic Research
Research was focused in the following areas: What makes activists burnout? What
supports longevity in activism? What techniques do alternative spiritual activists use to perform
activism and support longevity, and how to do they compare with secular activist work? Finally,
what instructional methods are best suited for the alternative spiritual demographic? Both
areas of research, activist burnout, activist longevity, and the breadth of activist strategies, are
so extensive it would be impossible to include them here, but attempts were made to find both
commonalities and unique qualities across a spectrum of activist movements.
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For a good summary of what is has been discussed on activist burnout, we turn to
Laurence Cox (2011), who lists the causes of activist burnout as: a lack of visible results or
acknowledgement, prolonged exposure to disturbing or negative information, high-adrenalin,
isolation and a lack of resources or self-care practices. He lists solutions such as having a
personal strategy, better time management, attention to physical/psychological health, and
slowing the pace of work. These all sound like healthy alternatives, but they were not tested.
When we look to a study on environmental activist longevity, things get more
interesting. According to a study performed by Daniel Driscoll (2020), longtime environmental
activists succeeded greatly by spending time in nature, where not only were they communing
with what they were fighting for, but they were deepening their relationship with nature and
benefiting from its healing properties. Whether someone reported back as to being able to
clear their mind, or if they said they had a mystical experience, the results were positive, giving
them a wider perspective, leaving them refreshed and ready to return to the difficult political
struggle. Another key strategy to longevity was to bracket issues of concern. In other words, it
is more sustainable to not pay attention to all the woes of the world, instead to focus on what
can be done, and spend one’s leftover energy on enjoying one’s life. Many of the longtime
activists interviewed felt that being an activist was not something they did, but rather a
fundamental part of their identity. In order to conserve energy, they shaped their careers
around their causes, diminishing the stress activism can have on a family life. Lastly,
contributing to longevity, they celebrated the small victories.
Though not all environmentalists practice earth-based spirituality, many earth-based
spiritual people are environmentalists or at least have a deep affinity with the land. The
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solutions presented here are not only practical but fitting for the alternative spiritual
demographic.
From my own experience as an activist, I have come to believe that one can increase
longevity by replacing one’s savior complex with a felt awareness of being part of the greater
ecosystem of positive, creative world-changers, and to hold an appreciation for the beauty of
the movement as a whole. I witnessed a member of the International Council of Thirteen
Indigenous Grandmothers (Saenz, 2021) at a festival in Northern California, the summer of
2008, express to a small crowd of young people that the time of the charismatic leader was
over. It is more effective when we worked together, instead. Internationally known, longtime
environmental activist, Bill McKibben (2019), founder of the organization 350.org, would agree
with this. In his article titled, Movements Without Leaders, he states the following:
... the promise of this moment is a radically flattened version of hierarchy, with
far more room for people to pop up and propose, encourage, support, drift for a
while, then plunge back into the flow. That kind of trajectory catches what we’ll
need in a time of increased climate stress—communities that place a premium
on resiliency and adaptability, dramatically decentralized but deeply linked. (p. 8)
Looking further to ways that spiritual people deal with activist burnout, Paul Gorski
(2015) offers insights from his research on the effects of Buddhist practice of mindfulness on
U.S.- based social justice activists. When he describes reasons for activist burnout, he highlights
that “social justice activism requires a unique kind of emotional vulnerability” (Gorski, 2015, p.
701), causing a great emotional burden of addressing injustices that many others do not carry.
He also pointed out the rampant “culture of selflessness” (Gorski, 2015, p. 701) in the

SPIRITUAL ACTIVISM NON-TRADITIONAL PRACTITIONERS

16

movements. Through his research, he found that a practice of mindfulness was indeed
beneficial to the activists (Gorski, 2015).
The [fourteen] activists interviewed for this study, all of whom had adopted
mindfulness practices in order to mitigate the effects of activist burnout,
reported important benefits from those practices, from helping them deal more
effectively with stress and anxiety to helping them connect more
compassionately with fellow activists. Challenging the notion that tending to
their well-being was mere self-indulgence, the participants unanimously
described their mindfulness practices as central to their effectiveness in
educational justice movements. (p. 714)
Ouyport Khuankaew, social-justice activist since the mid-1980’s and trainer of activist
women in Southeast and South Asia since 1995, has much to bring to the table. She worked
with Buddhist women activists from Thailand, Burma, Sri Lanka, India, Cambodia and China,
many of whom had been political prisoners, many who dealt with misogyny within their
organizations and Buddhism itself (Khuankaew, 2020, pp. 114-115).
All of these women shared that whereas they had had almost no support system
once being released from prison, struggled to make a living, could find no space
to heal themselves, and carried guilt and other symptoms of trauma from being
in jail, the male activists they knew had become famous—a few even became
politicians.
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Women within social movements are not only excluded from most leadership
positions but also endure gender oppression and trauma, such as domestic
violence and sexual harassment. (p. 115)
She witnessed that for these women, using one’s spiritual practice to heal the grave
marks of engrained, patriarchal structures, and past traumas was crucial in order to sustain
their activist work. This healing itself can be considered activism (Khuankaew, 2020, p. 115).
In our [activist] women-only workshops, after we make the entire group practice
deep listening and reflect on our gender and sexuality socialization, the women
almost always say that this is the first space they have been in where they can
speak openly about the domestic or sexual violence they are experiencing. (p.
115)
…. When I meet these women, I see them as people of a high spiritual
attainment because they have cultivated so much compassion, determination,
and wisdom in daily life in order to survive and fight for the cause of the
collective. Deep spiritual practice keeps them going, and despite all the
challenges, pain, and uncertainty about the future, they easily laugh, embody
joy, speak honestly, and have clear minds. I rarely witness these qualities in the
monks and many laypeople who sit daily on a cushion. (pp. 115-116)
Here is an example of how that plays out in a prison setting (Khuankaew, 2020, p.116).
I asked everyone to discuss what methods they have used to survive the
hardships of incarceration. The women told of the incredible and creative
methods they used to keep their minds in peace. Snow, an ethnically Chinese
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Buddhist woman, was jailed for nine years for joining a protest against the
military government of Myanmar in 1988. She had been a meditator before
being incarcerated and kept up a daily meditation practice during her time in jail.
Snow shared with us that the most powerful technique that worked for her was
a compassion meditation for all the security guards. She said, “I thought if I was
angry at them and afraid of them it would not help me, but if I prayed for them
and sent loving kindness to them, it would save my mind from anger and
despair.” She told us that the compassion meditation practice lifted her mood so
she could sleep and have positive interactions with the guards, the only people
she saw daily. They became friendly to her. (p. 117)
Khuankaew (2020) also led workshops that included Western middle-class women.
Here, fundamental power structures within the class demographics were addressed. She found
that by using a spiritual practice to allow them to challenge and transform the structures within
activist organizations, they created a more welcoming place for people from marginalized
populations.
Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh, global spiritual leader, poet, and peace activist impressed
the importance of having a spiritual practice in order to sustain an activist life (Dedication &
Nghiêm, 2022).
Thầy’s [referring to Thich Nhat Hanh] friends were arrested, social workers were
threatened, and weapons were always close to hand. “If you don’t have a
spiritual practice, you can’t survive,” Thầy explained. And so Engaged Buddhism
is born in such a difficult situation, in which you want to maintain your practice
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while responding to the suffering. You seek the way to do walking meditation
right there, in the place where people are still running under the bombs. And
you learn how to practice mindful breathing while helping care for a child who
has been wounded by bullets or bombs.
Their own suffering and difficulties acted as their greatest teacher. “’The hardest
thing is not to lose hope, not to give in to despair,’ said Thầy. ‘In a situation of
utmost suffering like that, we [have to] practice in such a way that we preserve
our hope and our compassion.’” (2022, p. 1)
Buddhist teachings of mindfulness have led Joanna Macy, renowned Buddhist thinker
and environmental activist, to design and facilitate workshops that guide participants directly
into their own grief and anger about the state of the world. This is meant to be a catalyst in
transforming their despair and apathy into collaborative action (Macy, 2020). Her work
spawned an international organization based on her methods called The Work that Reconnects,
which has been active since the late 1970’s.
The only longstanding alternative spiritual activism organization that could be found in
my research was Reclaiming, a neo-pagan organization which was formed in San Francisco in
the early 1980’s and has since spread globally. Starhawk, an internationally acclaimed
spokesperson of Reclaiming and teacher of their political tactics, has stated that without a
spiritual base, activists are likely to burn out within two to three years (Starhawk & Valentine,
2001, pp. xvi-xvii).
Starhawk’s book Truth or Dare (2011) is devoted to uprooting and transforming
internalized, patriarchal and oppressive societal structures. Many of her other books (see

SPIRITUAL ACTIVISM NON-TRADITIONAL PRACTITIONERS

20

references) are filled with methods to heal and support healthy group dynamics within activist
organizations. Focusing on transforming hierarchical, activist organizational structures has long
been practiced across a spectrum of older movements such as anarchism and new movements
such as those involved in the Seattle WTO protests, the Occupy actions, the Standing Rock
protest against the Dakota Access Pipeline, and many more. Here lie themes of non-hierarchy
and shared leadership.
What is unique for Reclaiming is the notion that activism entails ritual, conducted
privately to heal and empower the individual, and in large group settings for the purpose of
changing the world. Reclaiming even brings ceremony to public protests, transforming the
action with their chants, large banners and symbolic actions (Starhawk. 2002).
In conclusion, looking across this sampling of longstanding activist efforts, there is a
definite agreement that in order to have sustainable longevity in activism, one must practice
some method of self-care. Longevity contributors that are unique from traditional activist
activities are: time spent in nature, bracketing one’s global concerns, practicing mindfulness
and compassion, focusing one’s spiritual practices on personal and organizational healing and,
finally, enacting ceremony for purposes of making a positive impact on the world.
Learners and Context
Before looking at the Littlelight Ceremonies survey results, it will be useful to look at
defining characteristics of the alternative spiritual subculture.
The target audience for this learning intervention is individuals who have been enacting
their non-traditional spiritual development through self-directed methods, utilizing a variety of
short workshops and resources that are available outside of academic or religious institutions.
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Their learning path might be expressed through taking weekend or week-long workshops, or
courses that meet for a full week several times a year over a period of two to three years.
Learning might entail trips to foreign countries for curated spiritual experiences. For those who
cannot afford the time off work or cost of workshops, self-learning occurs through reading
books, home practice, and online forums. If learners live closer to a cosmopolitan area, they are
more likely to participate in non-traditional spiritual community ceremonies, which is also a
way to learn about their practice.
Non-denominational, alternative spiritual people have key characteristics unique to
those in organized religion. Instead of viewing the divine as a force or deity that resides above
humankind in a faraway place, the divine is found within. Spiritual growth is found not by
following direction of a spiritual leader, but entirely through personal revelation. For many who
have left organized religion, this is an expression of freedom and choice, an endless creative
process of exploration. There can be interaction with deities, but just as often there is direct
interface with spiritual forces, and revelation in nature - nature being thought of as a divine
force. Alternative spiritual people value holding and accepting opposing theologies in the same
space. This is a liberation from the Methodist theologian, James Fowler’s stages of faith where
it is not until middle age that “one understands that truth has many dimensions which have to
be held together in paradoxical tension’’ (Daniel, 2017, p. 226). Appreciation of dichotomy is
the premise of alternative religion, where mysticism is deeply held and available to all. Without
a universal doctrine, there is nothing to contain one’s theological exploration.
The stages of spiritual development described by another acclaimed Christian
theologian, M. Scott Peck, seem far more universal, and applicable to non-Christians. Here are
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defining excerpts from his Stages of Faith as described in The Different Drum: Community
Making and Peace (as cited in Schwartz, n.d.):
•

Stage One: Chaotic, Antisocial. Frequently pretenders; they pretend they are loving
and pious, covering up their lack of principles. Although they may pretend to be
loving (and think of themselves that way), their relationships with their fellow
human beings are all essentially manipulative and self-serving. They really don't give
a hoot about anyone else. I call the stage chaotic because these people are basically
unprincipled.

•

Stage Two: Formal, Institutional, Fundamental…they do not yet understand the spirit
of the law; consequently, they are legalistic, parochial, and dogmatic. They are
threatened by anyone who thinks differently from them, as they have the "truth,"
and so regard it as their responsibility to convert or save the other 90 or 99 percent
of humanity who are not "true believers."

•

Stage Three: Skeptic, Individual, Questioner, including atheists, agnostics and those
scientifically minded who demand a measurable, well-researched and logical
explanation.... Advanced Stage III men and women are active truth seekers.

•

Stage Four: Mystic, Communal. Out of love and commitment to the whole, using
their ability to transcend their backgrounds, culture and limitations with all others,
reaching toward the notion of world community and the possibility of either
transcending culture or -- depending on which way you want to use the words -belonging to a planetary culture.
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Even for those divorced from institutionalized religion, it would be natural to find
oneself in any of these stages at some point in life. In that sense, though alternative spirituality
is different in practice, it is also similar to all religions in the way that people spiritually mature. I
have seen people drawn to the flashier aspects of Neo-Pagan culture looking for trendy clothes
or social attention, while not being interested in the practice of Neo-Paganism at all. I have
been the person who thinks there is a best way to contact the divine, and only associated with
those that agreed. I have also been dramatically thrown out of my spiritual reality into
existential crisis many times. For someone leaving a religious institution, there could be a return
from stage three to stage two through a formation of a new dogmatic view. A person could
even be thrown back to stage one in an effort to find a new spiritual identification or
community, but this time from a place of self-serving rebellion. It seems these stages are not
any more linear than Kübler-Ross’s well-known Stages of Grief (1993).
Once a person has cleared their emotional and psychic issues with institutionalized
religion, the path becomes more primal, as in the journey described by Evelyn Underhill in her
five stages of mystical development (as cited in Daniel, 2017).
1. An ‘awakening’ experience jolts us into a new reality
2. We are then led through a purging of the old familiar self
3. A period of illumination
4. A surrender to emptiness (or dark night of the soul)
5. We ultimately arrive at mystical union, a state where the usual conflicts and
challenges are viewed from an elevated perspective. Here, instead of merely seeking
relief from pain, one seeks meaning.
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This also describes a universal experience. From the New Spirituality and Earth-Based
spiritual perspective, these five stages endlessly repeat themselves, for after we overcome the
notion that growth happens in a trajectory from one place to another, we can embrace the
rhythms of nature, which are cyclical, not circular. The path is spiral, each time around bringing
more revelation. This is the root of Earth-Based spirituality.
The reason to elucidate these points is not to be overly-theosophical, but to exemplify
the fact that alternative-spiritual learners are entirely self-motivated and used to coming to
their own conclusions about what works for them. Therefore, providing coursework for them
must embrace the process of revelation, or there will be no interest in learning.
On a more civic note, alternative non-traditional spiritual people are more liberal in
their politics and are more likely to vote. In the research done in New Spirituality and Social
Engagement (Berghuijs, Bakker & Pieper, 2013), it is shown that though spiritual people across
the board are more likely to be civically engaged than secular people, people with an affinity for
New Spirituality are less engaged than those in organized religion. The reason for this could be
the lack of institutional structure. Over the years, I have often heard people who have left the
church mourn the loss of community and formal ceremony.
Studies by Berger & Shaffer (2003) on Neo-Pagan populations show differing
conclusions on political participation in their book, Voices from the Pagan Census: A National
Survey of Witches and Neo-Pagans in the United States. They show that while some view
goddess worship as a form of escapism, and many Neo-Pagans believe that spirituality and
politics should be separated, the environmental movement may have been at least partly
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fueled by the Neo-Pagan activist groups that did arise. In this study, Berger and Shaffer (2003)
state that:
Our survey indicates that Neo-Pagans are politically active, but that they do not
trust the political definition as apolitical in Adler’s (1986) study may have more
to do with their criticism of conventional social and political institutions than a
reflection of their actual behavior. (p. 55)
This leads me to believe that while most Neo-Pagans are truly heartfelt about the
condition of the world, because of their mistrust in conventional institutions, which is easily
transferred to any structured organization, they need to express their activism in a way that
meets their unique set of values.
It could be that Neo-Pagans outside of Starhawk’s following have just not found the
techniques. Non-traditional spiritual activist methods are found not only in Buddhism as was
seen in the research but are rooted in indigenous practices. Students of Neo-Shamanism, a
different branch of alternative spirituality, are well-versed in ancient healing practices which
are performed on the spiritual plane, having effect on the physical plane (Eliade, 2004). While
Sandra Ingerman, acclaimed international Neo-Shamanic teacher, has been consistently
apolitical in her messaging (Ingerman, 2021), she has devoted a great amount of her work to
developing new practices to benefit the planet. She was inspired by Dr. Masuro Emoto’s work
in The Hidden Message of Water (2011), where he used high-speed photography to prove that
the shapes of water crystals consistently changed according to the words that were taped on
their containing jars (such as shame, gratitude, fear or love). Sandra developed her own
practice called Transmutation (Ingerman, 2001), designed to promote healing for the planet.
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She teaches additional practices directed at personal transmutation, not only for the benefit of
the individual but based on the belief that when people that are living in their innate divine
light, this light will influence the rest of the world in a positive way (Ingerman, 2020).
We change ourselves with the understanding that our outer world will reflect
back to us the inner changes that we make. This way of perception goes back to
the ancient and esoteric principle of “as above, so below; as within, so without.”
(p. 1)
Survey Results and Analysis
Knowing the context of our learners, we can now look to what the participants of
Littlelight Ceremonies reported in the survey.
Learning Style
When asked what mediums of learning they used, survey results showed a variety of
methods used by alternative spiritual people.

Items reported in the Other field were: direct revelation from nature or the spirits,
ongoing community practice groups, ceremony and a repetition of the original choices written
in a different way.
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When asked which suggested way of learning might be even more satisfying to them,
the most popular answer was blended artistic expression.

The comments left in the Other field were either repetitions of the given choices or not
related to the question.
When asked what topics they have studied, many listed activities, such as being a
member of a shamanic drum circle or practicing in a coven as a study, while others listed
lectures and books. Half the respondents reported more than 5 topics ranging up to 9 topics
and many vaguely alluding to more, with only 3 respondents naming only 1 topic.
Though this was not surprising for this population, what was surprising was the number
of people who reported to have found what they were looking for. Fifteen said Found, 5 said
Seeking and 5 wrote in the Other field expressing that they were content to be on a continually
unfolding path. This was interpreted as a reaction to the word “Found,” which implies a final
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destination. To make sense of so many eclectic journeyers being content, I looked at the age
demographics and realized that almost the entire group consisted of elders.

Age
20-29
30-39
40-49
50-59
60-69
70-79
80-89

Count
1
2
3
7
4
7
7

This revelation shifted my view on the effectiveness of sustained eclecticism in
spirituality. I learned that despite the extreme variety of spiritual modalities most participants
held, they were still fulfilled. When asked about their motivation to pursue a spiritual path, the
responses were 100% reflective of internal motivators such as healing, knowing one’s life
purpose, improving relationships or seeking community. No one chose the optional answers of
using their spirituality for entertainment or to better their social life.
Community
Turning to questions about community, when asked “Do you feel you have enough
spiritual community in your life?”, only 6 out of 25 people said unequivocally yes.
Do you feel you have
enough spiritual
community in your life?
Yes
Yes, but not fulfilling
Yes, but not a good fit
Given up
Not looking
No and can't find

Count

6
5
2
1
3
4
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When asked if they felt they had the skills to create community, an overwhelming
majority reported that they did. A few people who answered yes to the question about
whether they had the skills still answered yes to wanting to gain community-building skills. It
seems there is not only a desire for community but about half the people desired to learn how
to build and support it.
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One reason for lack of community could also be that alternative spiritual practices are so
eclectic, it is near impossible to find a lot of people that are practicing exactly the same thing.
When asked to state their spiritual affiliation, 9 out of 25 people gave an intentionally vague
answer or stated they were eclectic. This was not surprising as this population is averse to fixed
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definitions of a spiritual practice or conformity and embraces the creative expression of
spirituality.
Civic Involvement
Turning to civic involvement, it was discovered that though few people identified as a spiritual
activist, an overwhelming number defined activism in a nontraditional way.

After all this diverse expression, it was revealed that 24 out of 25 people said they
desired to make the world a better place from a place of their spirituality.

31
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When asked how this might look, respondents greatly emphasized being or holding
space for others, as opposed to doing. For example, outside of teaching, taking care of the
environment, hosting events, showing up and finding ways to help, there was healing others,
tuning into the self, seeing the beauty around us, carrying light for others and holding respect
for diversity. These notions align with how spiritual activism was expressed by many in the
studies and practices researched above, though most people in the studies also were traditional
activists. Few people who answered the survey identified as an activist in the traditional sense.
When asked, “Do you feel that mainstream society supports your core spiritual values?”
the results were mostly negative. Many responded with Other, but upon reading the responses
they could be easily grouped into the two opinions listed in the table below under Other. It is
notable that all but two participants reported to be Caucasian, one with mixed Native American
blood and one who preferred not to answer. So, even though most of the participants were in
the same demographic as the dominant culture, they still did not feel accepted by it on a core
value level. This supports the overarching theme expressed by Berger & Shaffer (2003) that
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Neo-Pagans are distrustful of societal structures. I have seen this not only with Neo-Pagans but
with Alternative Spiritual people on a whole.
Do you feel that mainstream society supports your core spiritual values?
My spiritual practices would be feared or ridiculed by mainstream society.
Mainstream society is accepting of my spiritual practice.
Other: My values are far from the mainstream
Other: The mainstream is changing.

Count
1
4
4
6
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In summary, it is shown that alternative spiritual people want a lot of control over their
learning process. Though there is much less desire for structure (assignments, a system of
learning levels), there is a great desire for outside information they may not be aware of,
blending artistic expression with spirituality and 1:1 mentoring. About half of the respondents
expressed desire for community circles to work in, practical experiences with space for
reflection, and feedback with others in a structured environment. This is contradictory to the
lack of interest in structure stated above. My guess is that the formal language used in the
survey was a turn-off for a number of individuals. There was also a definite acknowledgement
of a need for some structure in the learning process.

Instructional Design

Instructional Strategy
Survey participants have expressed a near unanimous desire to make the world a better
place through their spiritual work, but most do not consider themselves activists. There is an
avoidance for institutionalized social constructs, yet a strong sense of isolation and a longing for
community. This displays a strong sense of internal or cognitive dissonance, even if said
unrealized activity is not traditionally called activism. In short, the learners are not feeling as
fulfilled as they say they are. The fact that most report feeling fulfilled is a sign of resignation or
disbelief that they can attain all of their needs in their current environment. This implies a cost
of abstention, something that has been thoroughly described in Aytac and Stokes’ Why Bother?
Rethinking Participation in Elections and Protests (2019). Though their study is focused on
traditional forms of activism, this personal cost could easily be felt by anyone who is not
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fulfilling their own desire to do something. There is great potential in tapping this internal
schism or dissonance for motivation. What action that comes out of doing this may be different
than what traditional activists do, or it could be the same once the learner is aware of methods
to avoid activist burnout.
To align with the learners’ familiarity and passion for inner transformation, it will be
important to utilize a guiding theoretical framework of Transformative Learning to foster inner
exploration. Other instructional strategies are more appropriate for learning specific spiritual
techniques, but the goal of shaping one’s personal, spiritual activism cannot be prescribed or
directed. Transformative learning comes through the process of breaking through one’s own
mindset into a new one. This is not easy but rather quite hard inner work, the kind of work that
alternative spiritual people get excited about. Indeed, the stages of mysticism previously
described by Evelyn Underhill align with the Ten Steps of Transformative Learning (Mezirow et
al., 2021, p. 86).
1. A disorienting dilemma
2. Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame
3. A critical assessment of assumptions
4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared
5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships and actions
6. Planning a course of action
7. Acquiring the knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans
8. Provisional trying of new roles
9. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships
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10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new
perspective. (p. 86)
To allow learners to be as independent as possible, Constructivist theory will be applied
in the form of giving learners full license to define activism any way they want. There will be
lots of reflection on activities and learners will be asked to bridge their previous knowledge
with what they are discovering. In honor of the learner’s desire to control their learning
experience, there will be a public syllabus. This is highly unusual with spiritual workshops, partly
due to competition between teachers. The flipped classroom approach (Study.com, n.d.) will be
used as much as possible by expecting learners to ingest key concepts in their own time,
allowing the group time to be spent on ceremony, creativity and community-building. Artistic
activities have been asked for by most survey participants, and they will greatly enhance the
Transformational Learning process (Lawrence et al., 2012).
The introductory content will be focused on establishing a healthy relational space
within the group and a sense of unity in diversity before invoking a disorienting dilemma. We
want learners to feel safe enough to be vulnerable, and to promote a smooth journey for them.
This will include learning and reflection on: group agreements of conduct, deep listening,
cognitive dissonance, stages of spiritual growth and mysticism, and stages of community. To
address the isolation that eclectic spiritual people feel in group settings, conversation will be
facilitated about the need to be accepting of the many spiritual modalities and disciplines
represented. M. Scott Peck found that successful spiritual community-building entails education
on the stages of spiritual growth (Peck, 1987, p. 196), resulting in the group becoming more
accepting of each other and acting on a higher developmental level as a whole, despite where
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people are at individually. Similarly, it has been found that the success of Transformative
Learning is heightened by prior education on the 10 Stages of Transformation (McFalls & CobbRoberts, 2001). Therefore, readings and discussion of those topics will be front-loaded in the
curriculum, along with information about activist burnout and longevity.
Piercy (2001), citing Dirkx and Baumgartner, noted that appealing to the spiritual
dimensions of adult learners requires the use of imagination as transformative learning
surpasses a rational approach to include a “soul-based learning that emphasizes feelings and
images” (p. 32). Thus, a primary aspect of spirituality is the role of emotion in transformative
learning.
Learners will be guided to a possible disorienting dilemma, starting with ceremonial
listening circles where each individual is invited to share their feelings about the state of the
world and what comes up for them when they think about what to do about it. This circle will
be held in a sacred, deep listening space by the rest of the group. This is a very simple format,
but I have seen a similar ceremony done at a women’s retreat called Woman Soul Gathering in
2019, and it about blew the roof off the hall we were in. People will be welcome to express
themselves in words, song, dance, emotion or any other creative way. There will be ample
preparation that day, and lots of time to listen, as well as food for everyone after the event.
Once the foundational information is processed, and the disorienting dilemma has
begun, the group will start working on building blocks to create their individualized action plan.
This will happen in the form of identifying their own passions and accessing their spiritual allies.
After the learners have constructed their plan for action, there will be another big experience
to assist them in experiencing a sense of oneness with the global community of changers.
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Lastly, they will create a self-care plan to promote longevity in their activism. The course will
end with a celebration, and guidelines for them to continue to support each other in their
commitments. There is a possibility that this may coincide with the opening of a new private
online community.
Learner Prerequisites
Learners must meet the following prerequisites:
•

They are a practitioner of non-traditional spirituality

•

They are not at peace with their own choices to act or not act in response to the
state of the world

•

They have technical capability to attend videoconferencing

•

They have the time and commitment to fully participate in the class (This is
necessary due to an unusual level of follow-through required for this course
compared with most spiritual workshops.)

Instructional Goals
To address the needs of the learners and help them resolve their internal dissonance,
the instructional goal is to bridge activism, as defined by the learner, to their personal spiritual
practice, and to inspire community connections and longevity in their chosen activities.
Learning/Performance Objectives
After this course in spiritual activism, learners will have identified their deepest passions
and have translated them to some sort of activity, informed by direct revelation with the
helping spirits or divine forces. Learners will have created a plan for incorporating this activity
into their lives in a way that is manageable for their current life responsibilities. The action will

SPIRITUAL ACTIVISM NON-TRADITIONAL PRACTITIONERS

39

be inspiring and not a burden on the learner. Learners will be able to easily communicate how
they connect with the larger ecosystem of positive catalysts for change. This might be
expressed by forming or joining a group, be it online, conceptual or face-to-face. There will be a
structure offered to learners so they may keep up with each other after the course is over.
Resources
Littlelight Ceremonies does not have a large budget or a space to teach in that can
comfortably hold more than eight people. The instructor works fulltime so classes after work
require learners to travel during rush hour. This is a real barrier in the Seattle area. Night
classes would be limited in time. This would negatively affect deep spiritual work, which
requires significant prep time as well as ‘coming down’ time after the event. There is a need for
learners to reflect on the process of cognitive dissonance and the stages of spiritual
development, as well as prepare for activities before group work is performed. Because of
these things, the course will be in a hybrid online and in-person format. Learners can self-study
and participate in reflective discussions during the week. In-person group work can happen on
the weekends when traffic is light and there is more time to sink into sacred space.

Assessments

Because the course is designed with Transformational Learning theory, it will not be
easy to assess the learner’s inner process but following their level of participation and
reflection will be helpful (Beer, 2019). Formative assessment will be built into the course
through the use of two weekly journals. One is for the instructor to read, which will give insight
into the learner’s process as well as to how they are receiving the instructional material. The
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other is for their own personal contemplation on their relationship to community. As it would
not be ethical to force a disorienting dilemma or transformative process, or force people to
share their feelings and thoughts, it is left to the learner as to whether they want to engage in
the process (Ettler, 2012, pp. 540-545). It is also possible that they may not be ready to do so.
Summative assessment can only be based on the long-term psychological health and growth of
the learners and their sense of connection with others. This will be done through a survey, six
months after the course is delivered.

Units of Instruction

Learner/Group agreements: Learners will sign a contract prior to entering the course, agreeing
to items that are designed to promote confidentiality, accountability and emotional/spiritual
safety throughout the course.
Week 1 (online): Introductions and Orientation
Learning Objectives
• The learner will begin the community-building process by introducing themselves to the
class and participating in online discussion.
• Upon absorbing materials on the topics of cognitive dissonance and activism, the
learner will engage in reflective practices on the topics.
Activities
• Videoconferencing introductory meeting (2 hours)
- Overview on how the class is structured and the thinking behind it
- Agreements of conduct
- Break
- Listening circle: Learner introductions and sharing on how one feels about
the process and why they are there
• Readings or short videos on: Transformative Learning, Cognitive Dissonance
• Online Discussion: Tell us a story of a time you experienced cognitive dissonance in your
life. Did you work through it to transformation?
• Personal Journal
- Self-reflective practice on community: Write down your honest perceptions
of and reactions to the group. Has anything shifted or changed since last
week? You will not be asked to share this with anyone.
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Weekly journal to the instructor:
- What did you learn this week, conceptually or about yourself?
- What is working for you in this course?
- Do you have suggestions as to what might make the experience better for
you?

Week 2 (online): Tools for the Journey
Learning Objectives
• Upon absorbing materials on the topics of spiritual and community development, the
learner will engage in reflective practices about these topics.
• Upon absorbing the material on listening skills, the learner will practice listening skills in
a group setting.
Activities
• Slideshow introduction to the week with narration
• Readings on: Stages of community, stages of spiritual and mystical growth and listening
skills.
o Think about how these models might compare with the Wheel of the Year.
• Videoconferencing meeting – 1 hour
o Discussion on the readings
o Practicing listening skills on the topic of how one practices their spirituality
• Online Discussion: How do you define activism? What is your experience with activism?
What are your thoughts about activism?
• Personal Journal
o Self-reflective practice on community: Write down your honest perceptions of
and reactions to the group. Has anything shifted or changed since last week? You
will not be asked to share this with anyone.
• Weekly journal to the instructor:
o What did you learn this week, conceptually or about yourself?
o What is working for you in this course?
o Do you have suggestions as to what might make the experience better for you?
Week 3 (online): Defining Spiritual Activism
Learning Objectives
• Upon absorbing materials on the topics of spiritual and activism, the learner will engage
in reflective practices about these topics.
Activities
• Slideshow introduction to the week with narration
• Readings on: Spiritual Activism
o Think about how these models might compare with the Wheel of the Year.
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Online Discussion: What is your experience with activism? What do you think about
spiritual activism now that you have read more about it? What are your thoughts on
how spiritual activism could mean in your life?
Personal Journal
o Self-reflective practice on community: Write down your honest perceptions of
and reactions to the group. Has anything shifted or changed since last week? You
will not be asked to share this with anyone.
Weekly journal to the instructor:
o What did you learn this week, conceptually or about yourself?
o What is working for you in this course?
o Do you have suggestions as to what might make the experience better for you?

Week 4 (in-person): 2-Day Retreat - Diving into the Unknown
Prerequisite: All previous activities are completed by participants
Day One: Disorienting Dilemma
Learning Objective: Upon participating in the activities, the learner will have explored their
personal area of cognitive dissonance between their actions and feelings about the state of the
world.
Activities.
• Acclimating to our bodies (invitation to express self through music and dance
throughout the retreat)
• Listening circle (2 hours): Feelings about the state of the world
Silent break
Lunch
•

Listening circle (2 hours): What comes up when one thinks about ‘what to do’ about it.
Silent break

•

Dance out your feelings (90 minutes): Ecstatic dance to allow learners to express and
release their emotions through dance.
• Closing circle
- Reminders to try not to come to any conclusions, to let your being digest in
its own time and way, to let the discovery process continue
- Group decides the order of modules for tomorrow
Dinner
• Optional group music and dance jam.
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Night reflection in Personal Journal:
- What are things that I was the most upset about?
- What is my disorienting dilemma about my choices to act or not to act in
response to the state of the world?
- What did I learn about myself today?
- What did I learn about myself when listening to others?

Day Two: Personal Reflection: What is the shape of the dilemma?
Learning Objectives: Upon participating in the activities, the learner will have identified some of
the components (awareness of the dilemma, personal passions, spiritual allies that will be put
together later in the course to create a plan of activist action.
Activities.
1. Sacred meditation practice with musical jam (drums, flutes, etc.) and open dance:
Spiritual attunement to self. This will flow into the following.
2. Guided Meditation: To discover one’s own passion
a. What are the things that have brought me the most joy in the world?
Break time together, music/dance welcome
3. Guided Meditation/Journey: To meet/work with one’s spiritual allies
4. Sharing or visions of personal activism
Break time together, music/dance welcome (packing one’s belongings)
Closing circle
5. Personal Journal to be done at home the same evening:
a. Self-reflective practice on community: Write down your honest perceptions
of and reactions to the group. Has anything shifted or changed since last
week? You will not be asked to share this with anyone.
6. Weekly journal to be done at home the same evening:
a. What did you learn this week about yourself or conceptually?
b. What is working for you in this course?
c. Do you have suggestions as to what might make the experience better?
Week 5 (online): Reintegration
Learning Objective
Upon participating in the activities, the learner will have at least begun the process of
integrating the parts gathered during the retreat into a plan of action that will bring peace to
their cognitive dissonance about their actions or inactions and feelings about the state of the
world.
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Activities
• Slideshow introduction to the week with narration
• Map out one’s current relationships with the civic world (practical, emotional, spiritual)
o Create a non-judgmental map of your relationship with the nonpersonal world
throughout your life over time. Different activities, players, time frames can be
represented in layers, colors, versions or whatever you can think of. Feel free to use
your own materials for mixed-media presentations. Poetry, song or any other artistic
expression is welcome.
• Online Discussion:
o Share your dilemma: What was your dilemma as defined during the retreat and
what were the underlying assumptions about it? Is the dilemma the same now? How
would you reframe it?
o Describe your activist action plan: To give your passion an outlet focused on making
the world peace, that works for this time in your life, defining that as you will.
• Personal Journal
o Self-reflective practice on community: Write down your honest perceptions of and
reactions to the group. Has anything shifted or changed since last week? You will not
be asked to share this with anyone.
• Weekly Journal:
o What did you learn this week about yourself or conceptually?
o What is working for you in this course?
o Do you have suggestions as to what might make the experience better?
Week 6 (online): Self-care: Planning for Sustainability
Learning Objective
Upon participating in the activities, the learner will have created a plan of self-care to promote
longevity in their activism.
Activities
• Slideshow introduction to the week with narration
• Readings on activist sustainability
• Video-conferencing guided meditation: To open oneself to a feeling of oneness with the
ecosystem of changers
• Online Discussion: What do you think causes activist burnout and longevity?
• Online Discussion: Share your self-care plan and how it fits into your activism plan. Did
you have to change your plan to make it sustainable?
• Personal Journal
o Self-reflective practice on community: Do you feel you have learned anything
about yourself in relationship to community during this course? You will not be
asked to share this with anyone.
• Weekly journal:
o What did you learn this week about yourself or conceptually?
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o What is working for you in this course?
o Do you have suggestions as to what might make the experience better?
Week 7 (in-person): Ceremony, Celebration and Closing in Realtime
Activities
• Commitment ceremony to learner’s activist plan
• Guidelines given to continue to support each other in their commitments. (possible
online community offered)
• Shared meal
Final Course Assessment: For the purpose of making this class a better experience for future
journeyers.
• Do you feel you have learned anything about yourself in relationship to community
during this course? What did you learn this week about yourself or conceptually?
• Would you recommend this course to other people? Why or why not?
• What is working for you in this course?
• Do you have suggestions as to what might make the entire experiences better? Feel free
to specify online/video-conferencing/in-person experiences.
Instructional Materials

Online instructional materials will be delivered on the Moodle platform. Links to
readings and video will be provided, as well as space for discussion. Inspirational graphics will
dress the learning online space. Video-slides will be created with VoiceThread. For the inperson events, learners will be invited to bring their own journals, musical instruments and
sacred items (drums, rattles, talismans, altar items). This encourages individual expression of
the learner’s spiritual practice. Some musical instruments will be provided for those who do not
have them. The ecstatic dance module will be provided by an outside teacher. For any artistic
expression, learners will be encouraged to use what they have at their own disposal (drawing
materials, magazines for scrapbooks, cameras, etc.). None will be required.
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Appendix A

Overall Instructor Guide

Instructor Prerequisites
Instructors must have the following qualifications:
•
•
•

•

•
•

Experience working with alternative spiritual people in an earth-based ceremonial
setting and have a wide scope of the different methodologies and attitudes the
alternative spiritual communities carry
Familiar with the following alternative spiritual practices and concepts: grounding,
clearing, creating sacred space, invocation, attunement, spiritual dismemberment
Strong relationship with personal guiding spirits over an extensive period of time.
Must have either taken training in “Core Shamanic Journeying” or have a similar
practice as described in Ingerman’s book Shamanic journeying: A beginner’s guide
(2004).
Understanding of, and extensive experience in creating sacred space in an earthbased spiritual way, which will be done with the group before any in-person or
video-conferencing meeting. Please do not assign specific qualities or spirits to the
seven directions, instead allow the learners to practice their own way
simultaneously. For reference on ceremonial facilitation techniques, please read pp.
83-120 of Stone’s book The Ancient Bones of Ceremony: Remembering the Heartfelt
Ways (2019).
Group facilitation skills, with the ability to promote reflectivity and enforce ethical
agreements in a loving way.
Have reviewed all course material well ahead of time and undergo the process as
much as they can on their own, having come through it with their own personal
revelations and plan of action

Hollow Bone
In Neo-Shamanism, there is a treasured concept called “being a hollow bone”. For healers, this
literally means opening oneself up to allow the spirits come through and do their work for the
client. Not only is this the most ethical way to work, but it takes care of ego issues on the part
of the healer because most of the credit for good things that happen is given to the helping
spirits. When this concept is used by a teacher, it takes care of not only ego issues but reduces
some learners’ tendency to put the instructor on a pedestal.
When teaching under Transformational Learning Theory, the entire course becomes the hollow
bone. Hand in hand, we travel together, through the hollow bone, having experiences together
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and supporting each other as we travel through to the other side. Working in a learnercentered format supports this idea, putting the focus on the learner and their experience,
giving them all the credit for their hard work and when the time comes, to the spirits for
offering insight and possible healing to them at pivotal times.
For this reason, the instructor must view the entire course as a sacred ceremony and keep
focused on holding safe space, building trust in the group dynamic and facilitating honest
conversations. It is encouraged that the instructor consult with their spiritual guides
beforehand on their energetic role in the overall journey. Please privately create an overarching sacred container for the entire course with an opening and closing outer circle outside
of class participation.
Discussions
To allow learners to feel safe to express themselves any way they want, online discussions are
monitored by the instructor, but the instructor will not participate.
Journals
There are two kinds of weekly journals. The first is a private journal that is shared with no one,
even the instructor. This creates reflective time for the learner to think about community and
track their own journey in relationship to the group. The second journal is to provide a
formative assessment of the instructional design.

What is a Listening Circle?
In this course, we will be engaging in several listening circles. A listening circle is designed to
enable individuals to speak from their heart in a safe space. Doing so can have many purposes,
such as creating community bonds and trust, illuminating a disorienting dilemma, or sharing
progress made on the journey together.
Guidelines for Listening Circles
• Listeners step into the role of sacred witness and listen with a kind and
compassionate heart, reflecting on the beauty of the speaker.
• Speakers will either stand or step into the center of the circle to speak.
• Speakers will have a time limit. They will be reminded of their time limit coming up
with a subtle instrument such as a chime.
• Expression will be mostly verbal but may also take the form of body movement,
dance, song or music, as long as it is meant to communicate the speaker’s heart on
the topic of focus.
• Depending upon the topic, there may be different aspects a speaker can choose to
speak from. For instance, one could speak on a topic from one’s rage or one’s
sorrow, one’s hope, inspiration, or loving heart. Having choices may help the
speaker express themselves.
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There is no cross-talk in listening circles, rather individuals take turns expressing
themselves. If when the event is completed, if someone wants to give feedback to
an individual, they must ask them permission first.

Please note: A listening circle is not a traditional, Native American talking circle. Talking circles
are indigenous ceremonies with specific protocols which are not practiced here.
Format for Listening Circles
• Create sacred space together
• Meditate on the beauty of the individuals in the group and the group as a whole.
• The topic of the listening circle is stated.
• The time limit is given and timekeeper named.
• The circle is open for speakers. We wait in silence until someone is called to speak.
• When the speaker is finished, they return to their seat.
• When all speakers are finished, there is an exercise to help participants reground.
Instructors can create this exercise themselves.
• Meditation on the beauty of the individuals in the group and the group as a whole.
• Circle closing
Post-Listening Circle
Items that can be very helpful for the individual and/or community after a listening circle are as
follows
• Silent time for reflection (writing, time in nature, group drumming)
• Shared meal

Community Agreements
Learners will be required to sign a Community Agreements contract before participating in the
class. This is designed to maintain emotional, psychological, and spiritual safety for everyone in
the group. Please review these items in the course orientation.
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Appendix B

Spiritual Activism Course Application
Welcome! This course is designed to assist you in creating a spiritual activist plan for yourself
that is passionate and sustainable for you. The course is a community journey that spans over
seven weeks, so there is a high level of accountability required, to yourself and to the
community you will be working with.
This course is hybrid online/in-person. Each week will entail around five hours of activities,
except for the two-day retreat in Week Four. Most of the activities will be self-paced, but
several weeks will include an online videoconference. All online and in-person events are
required. If you cannot complete all of the material prior to the retreat, you will not be able to
attend and there will be no refund.

Learner Prerequisites
In order to be a good fit for this 6-week experience you must :
1. Be a practitioner of non-traditional spirituality
2. Be someone who is not at peace with one’s choices to act or not to act in response to
the state of the world, and have a willingness to resolve this internal dissonance
3. Have the technical capabilities and knowledge to participate online and attend
videoconferencing
4. Have the time (five hours per week plus a two-day retreat and an in-person closing
gathering) and have made the commitment to fully participate in the course

Course Outline by Week
1. Orientation
a. Transformational Learning and Cognitive Dissonance
2. Tools for the Journey
a. Stages of Community and Spiritual Development
b. Deep Listening Skills
c. Listening Circle
3. Spiritual Activism
a. Listening Circle
4. Two-Day Retreat
a. Disorienting Dilemma: Listening Ceremony
b. Ecstatic Dance
c. Sacred Music-Making
d. Inviting the Spirits into Our Process
5. Creating Your Spiritual Activist Plan
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6. Planning for Self-Care and Sustainability
a. Ecosystem of Changers
7. Final Commitment Ceremony and Celebration

Application Form and Policies
Cost [instructor discretion]]: Course fees include full online course plus lodging and meals for
the retreat, and space rental for the final ceremony.
Refund Policy [instructor discretion]
Learner Information: (e.g., name, address, phone number, method of payment, dietary
restrictions for the retreat)
Disclaimer: [Instructor name and/or business name] is not a licensed mental health or medical
practitioner of any kind. Spiritual work in this even should not be considered a replacement for
professional medical care.
Agreements of Safety
•
•
•
•

I have been vaccinated against COVID-19 and will send a copy of my vaccination card to
the instructor.
I agree to abstain from mind-altering substances for 24-hours before or after any class
meeting (videoconferencing or in-person events) to ensure the spiritual, emotional and
mental safety of myself and others present.
If I struggle with mental wellness, I will discuss this with the instructor beforehand to
support my spiritual, emotional and mental safety and the safety of those present. This
does not mean I am unable to attend, but in some situations, it may be unwise.
By attending, I agree to hold [instructor name and/or business name] and assistants
harmless, not liable for any loss or injury of any kind stemming from my participation in
the course or presence at any ceremony or gathering. Nor will any agents or family
members seek compensation of any kind.
Date: ___________________________
Name: ______________________________________________________________
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Community Agreements
Learners will be required to sign a Community Agreements Contract before participating in the
class. This is designed to maintain emotional, psychological, and spiritual safety for everyone in
the group.
•

We agree to act in integrity to the group by completing the weekly assignments and
participate in online discussions. Though much of our work will be online, the work
is progressive and there will be no way to ‘catch up’ in our group process.
• We agree to maintain confidentiality within our circle. We are free to share our
experiences but not the experiences or stories of others.
• We will respect the variety of spiritual beliefs and practices in the circle as what is
right for them at this time of their lives.
• We agree to only invoke spirits who are benevolent or, if when invoking a spirit that
has mixed characteristics (i.e., Loki, Odin, Kali) we will invoke the highest, most
benevolent form of that spirit.
• We will respect other’s journey and appreciate it as it unfolds. This includes the
variety of perspectives we will hear on what activism is or is not (i.e. street activism,
meditation, cooking for group meetings, volunteerism, “be-ism,” ...etc.). There is no
right answer to these questions. We will be reflecting and developing our own
perspectives, individually and with each other’s support.
• We will refrain from interpreting other people’s spiritual experiences. If we have
reflections on things they shared, we will ask permission before sharing them and
will do so outside of our structured events.
• We understand that we will be engaging in emotional & personal work. We agree to
take care of ourselves and to participate to our own level of comfort. Should we
need more support, we have friends, family, or professional help available to us and
will reach out to them.
• We will be working on the edge. It may be uncomfortable, but we will try to be
brave. If there is tension in the group, we will try to approach it with warmth and
curiosity, knowing that behind the tension is something wonderful waiting to be
revealed.
• We realize that there is no right answer to the disorienting dilemma we are facing
besides one that will bring us peace.
• If someone becomes emotional during our process, we will honor their process by
giving them space and trusting they can take care of themselves, unless they ask for
help.
• We agree to refrain from use of alcohol and recreational drugs for 24 hours before
and after our ceremonies. This is to support our spiritual, emotional, and mental
safety and the safety of those present.
Date: ___________________________
Name: ______________________________________________________________
Signature: ____________________________________________________________
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Appendix C

Week One Instructional Materials

Below is a screenshot from Moodle of the week’s structure. Following are screenshots
and instructor guide in the order of the activities as listed.
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Videoconferencing Course Orientation and Sacred Circle Opening

Instructor Guide: Videoconferencing Course Orientation and Sacred Circle Opening
Agenda
•
•

•
•

Instructor introduction and brief background
State the instructional goal: To address the needs of the learners and help them
resolve their internal dissonance, the instructional goal is to bridge activism, as
defined by the learner, to their personal spiritual practice, and to inspire community
connections and longevity in their chosen activities.
Describe the demographic with its extreme eclecticism and different stages of
spiritual growth. Point out their strengths in self-learning capabilities.
What is Transformative Learning?
o This class will introduce a disorienting dilemma. Compare it to a spiritual
dismemberment.
o You might think differently when this class is over.
o You might feel differently based on a shift in your thinking.
o This is a group process. We will be going through our own transformation but
we will also be on the journey together as a group.
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o I don’t know what is going to happen. I am merely a facilitator. It’s up to you
to make this a valuable experience.
o Read quote from Jack Mezirow’s Learning to Think Like an Adult (2012),
Jossey-Bass:

As there are no fixed truths or totally definitive knowledge, and because
circumstances change, the human condition may be best understood as a
continuous effort to negotiate contested meaning… We make meaning with
different dimensions of awareness and understanding; in adulthood we may
more clearly understand our experience when we know under what conditions
an expressed idea is true or justified. In the absence of fixed truths and
confronted with often rapid change in circumstances, we cannot fully trust what
we know or believe. Interpretations and opinions that may have work for us as
children often do not as adults. Our understandings and beliefs are more
dependable when they produce interpretations and opinions that are more
justifiable or true than would be those predicated on other understandings or
beliefs. (p. 73)

o This class will be highly reflective.
o Read quote from Jack Mezirow’s Learning to Think Like an Adult (2012), JosseyBass:
Our option in the face of paradox is to bridge, through ongoing negotiations, the
simultaneous existence of mutually exclusive internal, external, and relational realities.
Bruner (1990, p.30) defines open-mindedness as ‘a willingness to construe knowledge
and values form multiple perspectives without loss of commitment to one’s own
values.’ (p. 80)
•

This class will require a high level of participation for it to work.
o Five hours of work per week
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o Two-day retreat
o In-person closing ceremony
The goal is for you to figure out what your place is in the broader orchestra of
positive changers for where you are right now, for what fits for your life and is
sustainable.
Overview on how the class is structured and the thinking behind it
o What is learner-centered instruction?
o Summarize all course activities so there are no surprises and the learners can
engage in the process
o Purpose of discussions
o Purpose of journals
Recommendations for the journey
Self-care: Participate and share at the level that is healthy for you.
o The outcome will be richer if the learner does not try to solve their dissonance
ahead of time. Allow the process to lead you. Creating a solution does not
happen until Week Five.
Agreements of Conduct: Have learners take turns reading them. Answer any
questions.

Break (10 minutes)
•
•
•

•

Create the sacred container together that will be open for the entire course. This
should be participatory and not a performance.
Invite the higher soul of the group to be present. (Extra chair) State that as a group
we can and listen for inspiration when we don’t know where to go next.
Listening Circle (see instructor guide on listening circles)
o What is a listening circle?
o State the topic. Reminder of our beautiful diversity in practice and
development.
o Learner introductions
o Introduce oneself and describe one’s practices
o Sharing on what brought them to the class
o How one feels about the coming process.
o Closing and reinforcement of purpose of discussions
Offer personal contact information for learner questions throughout the course.
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Weekly Discussion
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Week Two Instructional Materials

Below is a screenshot from Moodle of the week’s structure. Following are screenshots
and instructor guide in the order of the activities as listed.
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Slideshow Introduction to the Week with Narration
Slide One

Slide Two

Audio Script: Hello everyone! Thank you for your sharing last week. It was good to get to know
you all through our introductory meeting and in the discussions. This week we will be gathering
our community-building tools for the journey to create a strong container for our work. The
goal of the week is to build trust and acceptance in our circle.
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Slide Three

Audio Script: We will focus on learning about and practicing deep listening skills. This is key to
any healthy community, and it will enable us to be powerful together.
Slide Four

Audio Script: We will be exploring and discussing the stages of community and spiritual
development as portrayed by the authors presented. Please remember that though these
stages are presented in a linear fashion, they can be experiences in a nonlinear way.
We will be discussing the reading material at the end of the week in a Zoom conference. As
alternative spiritual people we represent a wide spectrum of beliefs and practices, so we want
to be aware of how we discuss these topics.
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Slide Five

Audio Script: Wherever each of us is in our development is just perfect for where we are and
who we are. One good way to respond to others when they are expressing their unique
experience is to ask clarifying questions, not out of a place to lead them where you want them
to go but out of a genuine desire to understand them more deeply.
Slide Six

Audio Script: It's ok to have different viewpoints on concepts and how the world around us is
defined, but we will leave people’s personal experiences to be interpreted by those people. It’s
their journey after all.
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Slide Seven

Audio Script: After the discussion, we will have a listening circle, where we will learn about
each other’s spiritual practices and what works or doesn’t work for them. I look forward to
learning from your experiences!
Slide Eight

Audio Script: Ok, then! Our journey continues. Remember that your journals are key part to
your reflective experience and important to me for improving this course. I’ll see you online and
at the videoconference!
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Article: Stages of Spiritual Community

Article: Stages of Spiritual Development (optional)
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Video Conference: Discussion and Practicing Listening Skills
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Instructor Guide: Week 2 Videoconference
Outline
1. Discussion on Readings (stages of community and spiritual growth)
2. Facilitate an open discussion on the stages of community and stage of spiritual growth.
3. Listening Circle on individual’s spiritual practices
Open the meeting by expressing a genuine excitement to be learning from the participants
about their own practices and viewpoints. Both discussion and listening circle are done in the
same ceremonial space. The first activity will flow in the second.
State the Guidelines for Discussion
• Even when we are in a discussion, we maintain the role of sacred witness when we
are listening, holding a kind and compassionate heart, reflecting on the beauty of
the speaker.
• Remember that there is no right or wrong answer. We all are having unique
experiences in an ever-changing world. Furthermore, it is possible to shift back and
forth between stages.
• One good way to respond to others when they are expressing their unique
experience is to ask clarifying questions, not out of a place to lead them where you
want to go but out of a genuine desire to understand them more deeply. It's ok to
have different viewpoints on concepts and how the world around us is defined but
we will leave people’s personal experiences to be interpreted by them.
Format for Discussion/Listening Circle
• Create sacred space together
• Meditate on the beauty of the individuals in the group and the group as a whole.
• Discussion on the readings. What did you like or not like about the readings? Did you
have any revelations?
• Listening Circle: What is your spiritual cosmology and/or viewpoint and how do you
practice your spirituality? Is this fulfilling to you or are you yearning to expand in
some ways? What practices have you tried that don’t work for you and why?
• When the discussion and listening circle are complete, prompt participants to take a
moment to reflect on the beauty of the individuals in the group and the group as a
whole.
• Circle closing
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Appendix E

Week Three Instructional Materials

Below is a screenshot from Moodle of the week’s structure. Following are screenshots in
the order of the activities as listed.
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Slideshow Introduction to the Week with Narration
Slide One

Slide Two

Audio Script: Hello everyone! Before we launch into our disorienting dilemma, we have one
more piece of the puzzle to add into the mix. This week we will be exploring the concept of
spiritual activism.
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Slide Three

Audio Script: There is one assigned reading, one assigned short video and then a whole lot
more articles that you are invited to spend time looking over. Please read at least a few of them
wholly and then peruse the others to get a good picture of the different ways that people
express their spiritual activism. If you have interests that are not listed in the readings, please
do some exploring on your own.
Slide Four

Audio Script: We will have an online discussion about spiritual activism and later in the week, I
will send out more details on our upcoming retreat. See you online!
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Video: Activism – Caring Without Burnout, an Interview with Satish Kumar
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Appendix F

Week Four Instructional Materials

Week Four will consist of a two-day retreat designed to support the learner in exploring
their cognitive dissonance around their choices to act or not act in response to the state of the
world. There will be many exercises in the form of ceremony, guided meditation, listening
circles, ecstatic dance and quiet reflection. This material is under development.
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Appendix G

Week Five Instructional Materials

Below is a screenshot from Moodle of the week’s structure. Following are screenshots in
the order of the activities as listed.
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Slideshow Introduction to the Week with Narration
Slide One

Slide Two

Audio Script: Hello everyone! Wow, we’ve shared some big things together! This week will be
your time to put the pieces together.
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Slide Three

Audio Script: You will be spending some reflective time mapping out your ‘civic history’,
meaning your relationships with the outside world as a community member. Then you will
construct your fabulous plan to make your corner of the world a better place. This can be
defined any way you want.
Slide Four

Audio Script: When crafting your spiritual activist plan, be sure to choose something that you
are passionate about, and you think will lead your cognitive dissonance to a road of peace.
Don’t limit your vision right away. Let it be big for now. Next week we will trim it as we focus on
sustainability.
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You can spend as much time as you like on this but remember you are not expected to spend
more than five hours a week on this course. You do want to come out of this course with a
realistic actionable plan though, so be good to yourself and make that happen.

Assignment: Relationship Map
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Assignment: Crafting Your Spiritual Activism Plan
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Discussion: Sharing Our Activist Plan and How We Got There
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Appendix H

Assessments

Formative Assessments
Weekly Personal Journal
• Self-reflective practice on community: Write down your honest perceptions of and
reactions to the group. Has anything shifted or changed since last week? You will not
be asked to share this with anyone.
Weekly Journal to the instructor:
• What did you learn this week, conceptually or about yourself?
• What is working for you in this course?
• Do you have suggestions as to what might make the experience better for you?
Final Course Assessment
• For the purpose of making this class a better experience for future journeyers:
• Do you feel you have learned anything about yourself in relationship to community
during this course? What did you learn this week about yourself or conceptually?
• Would you recommend this course to other people? Why or why not?
• What is working for you in this course?
• Do you have suggestions as to what might make the entire experiences better? Feel
free to specify online/videoconferencing/in-person experiences.
Summative Assessment
Learners will be sent a survey, six months after completion of the course. Some individuals may
be interviewed in person if they are available. The following questions are based on the
Kirkpatrick Model (Kirkpatrick, 2018). Headings will be removed in the questionnaire.
Course Experience
• What would you say your overall experience was in the course?
• Do you have any suggestions for change in the course design or delivery?
• What was your personal goal or expectation before taking the course? Was that goal
or expectation met? Why do you think that is?
Learning
• Has your relationship to activism changed? In what way? Why do you think that is?
• Do you feel that your understanding and/or interpretation of spiritual activism has
developed? In what way?
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•

Do you feel that you have the tools to create sustainable spiritual activist plans for
yourself?

Behavior
• Have you followed through on your spiritual activist plan? Why or why not?
• If you have not followed through on your spiritual activist plan, is there something
that could be changed in your plan to make it more realistic for you to be able to
carry it out? What would that be?
Results
•
•

The original goal of the course was to resolve an internal dissonance around your
choices to act or not to act in response to the state of the world. Do you feel this
was resolved for you? Why or why not?
If not, what change could you suggest in the course design or delivery to support a
future learner’s ability to resolve this dissonance?
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